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Journalism

Oil and Gas Leasing along the Rocky M ountain Front: Boon or Burden?
Director: Clem W ork
In w hat could allow for oil and gas drilling along the Rocky M ountain Front,
the Lewis and Clark N ational Forest subm itted its draft Environm ental
Im pact Statem ent in July 1996. Leasing in the area could have environm ental
consequences in the 110-mile region abundant w ith wildlife, b u t could also
provide an economic im petus for the area and taxes for M ontana and its
counties. The consequences of the decision wiU shape the future of a region
and its use of natural resources. Forgoing leasing could abet the demise of
ranching and the encroachm ent of subdivisions as m ore people flock to buy
the paradise conservationists w ant to protect. The region's m edley of
voices—long-tim e ranchers, out-of-staters. N ative Americans, and
environm entalists—have a hard time reaching consensus on how to protect
the land they love.
I travelled around the state to find the pulse of those concerned w ith the
coming decision on oil and gas leasing. I visited Billings, hom e to M ontana's
oil industry; Choteau, just east of the Rocky M ountain Front; and the
ranchers whose private lands have received the greatest im pact from oil and
gas leasing. Along the way, I looked at how the oil and gas leasing decision
will affect other issues—subdivision, wilderness areas, and increased
environm entalism in the area—in the future of the Rocky M ountain Front
and how conflicting attitudes will play out in that decision making process.
Residents there share one com m on goal, the preservation of the land and
their way of life, b u t have different views of how to attain that goal.
The m ain body of the paper was w ritten in the spring of 1997, before the
Forest Service released its decision on oil and gas leasing along the Rocky
M ountain Front. The epilogue, w ritten from new spaper and m agazine
articles after the decision was m ade, tracks reactions and the im m ediate
consequences of the ruling.
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O il and gas leasing along the Rocky M ountain Front:
Boon or Burden?

Driving north along US-89 to Glacier National Park and eventually to
the C anadian border, i f s easy to believe the hand of m an has not lain here too
long. To the west, green and snowcapped, a 110-mile stretch of the Rocky
M ountain Front rises like a w ave into the sky. To the east, w heat fields fall
away in golden undulations. In the expanse of em ptiness, the hum an
presence is easy to overlook. A small tow n here, a road there, hardly m akes a
dent.
Today, a clear sky, w arm w eather and an unusually calm breeze
highlight an early day in February. From a rise west of D upuyer, long-time
rancher Bob Peebles scans the 6,000-acre Theodore Roosevelt M emorial
Ranch he oversees. In the valley, he spots cattle and the cottonwood-lined
creek where he often sees grizzly bears. Farther west, a 3,000-foot jagged wall
of limestone highlight the Rocky M ountain Front and one of the richest
wildlife habitats in the lower 48 states. The region houses deer, grizzly bear
and m ountain lion that m igrate from the neighboring Bob M arshall

W ilderness area during the winter.
Peebles points to a road traveling u p a hiUside below the cliffs. At its
end, there is a plugged gas well. A nother ranch sits at the bottom of the hill
and w ith it another dry well. In all, five plugged weUs surround the rise.
Peebles talks about the wells Uke he w ould cattle, w ood or crops a rancher
harvests from his land. N atural gas is a resource, and if it can be taken
w ithout dam aging the land it's cash for landow ners w ho can lease their land
to oil and gas companies. The m oney earned from leasing his fam ily's land to
oil companies helped pay for Peeble s, and his three brothers' and sister's,
college education.
"W here other people just see land to protect," Peebles says, "others see
cash and a lot of possibility."
A nd that is problem posed to the Forest Service—to drill for oil and
natural gas on one of the last refuges in the lower 48, as oilmen, M ontana
Governor M arc Racicot and the Teton County Commissioners w ould have it;
or not to drill, as environm entalists advocate to preserve lands fabled as one
of M ontana's last best places. The stakes are high and potential im pacts deep.
The consequences of the decision wiU shape the future of a region and
its use of natural resources. While oil and gas leasing could alter the
environm ent, forgoing it could reduce revenue for the area and abet the
dem ise of ranching and the encroachm ent of subdivisions as m ore people
flock to buy the paradise conservationists w ant to protect. In addition, it could

signal the increased influence of environm ental m ovem ents along the Rocky
M ountain Front.
A trip around the state reveals different perspectives from long-time
residents, M ontana transplants and N ative Americans and a m edley of
opinions on how the land should be used and the uncertainty about its
future.
"W e've had leasing around here for years," says Peebles. "People d o n 't
look at the full issue, w hat's right and w rong or w hat's best for the area.
People ask one question to m ake up their mind:
"'W hat's in it for me?' But there are m ore interests in the region now,
and the decision will have more impacts."
Conservationists view the Rocky M ountain Front and surrounding
grasslands as one of the most valuable wildlife habitat and undeveloped
country in the low er 48 states. Elk, bear and m ountain goat and sheep live
year-round along the 70-mile convergence of prairie and highlands proposed
for oil and gas leasing. Marc Good, the field representative for the Great Falls
office of the M ontana W ilderness Association, calls the request for drilling a
test case for the nation.
"If the oil industry is allowed to drill in the Rocky M ountain Front," he
says, "they'll be allowed to drill anywhere."
To protect this resource from exploration and developm ent,
proponents of the environm ent ask that no com prom ise on oil and gas
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leasing be granted. Even limited activity w ould affect the region, they say, and
letting a foot in the door w ould make the area vulnerable to future
developm ent. Conservationists point to the efforts of the N ature
Conservancy, the w ork of the Theodore Roosevelt M emorial (TRM) Ranch
and conservation easements as ways to keep the areas pristine while keeping
ranchers on the land.
Industry proponents see the area being able to bring hom e the "Big
Elephant"—deposits of oil and natural gas w ith reserves sufficient to send it
to the top of the chart. U nder the m ost optimistic scenario, that could bring in
more than $15 million to M ontana's $1 billion budget. Of that, $2 to $7
million could be given to the state's school equalization fund each year.
M ontana state Sen. Tom Keating (R-Billings) has urged the M ontana
legislature that the state needs the extra cash for prisons, education and to
reduce the nation's dépendance on foreign gas.
Long-time Rocky M ountain Front residents are caught in the m iddle.
They w ant conservation and the cash that developm ent could bring, but
w ithout the intrusion of outsiders interested in the land they've w orked and
conserved for 100 years. A round the state and nation, though, the public
wants the land safe from any further developm ent. Of the 819 letters sent to
the Forest Service in response to potential drilling along the Rocky M ountain
Front, m ore than 80 percent were opposed to any new leasing.
Deciding on those interests is Gloria Flora, the supervisor of the 1.8
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million-acre Lewis and Clark National Forest, which takes in m uch of the
Rocky M ountain Front. Flora, a striking w om an w ith sharp, angled features,
wül w rite and sign the Forest Service's final proposal.
The m iddle-aged w om an joined the agency in 1977 w ith a degree in
landscape architecture from Pennsylvania University. She entered the agency
w anting to face the challenges now before her. H er interest lay in how people
harvest the land, the values they hold tow ard it and the conflict betw een the
two. For some, the land inspires spirits; for others it's the spirit of wealth.
Flora tries to take a m iddle ground. She loves the wilderness just as
m uch as the furniture and houses m ade from the forests' trees.
"I can't stand in the way and tell people not to use the land," she says.
"We can't have low -priced natural resources w ithout som ehow altering the
environm ent. The trick is not to dam age the resource perm anently and to
keep the door open for the future."
Flora w orked in a variety of positions—landscape architecture, district
ranger and resource m anager—during her early years in the Forest Service.
Flora, however, found that she d id n 't fit the m old of her superiors. She
became frustrated w ith the bottom -line approach the Forest Service had taken
w ith resource extraction.
"The whole system w as w eighted tow ard tim ber production and
economics," she says.
N ow it is her tu rn to balance the environm ent, economics and the fate
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A relief m ap shows the convergence of plains and m ountains along
M ontana's Rocky M aintain Front. The line of m ountains meeting plains
winds from Arizona, through M ontana and to Alaska. The targeted area is
boxed along the Canadian border.
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A m ap of western M ontana shows the area targeted for oil and gas leasing.
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of a region, this time the Rocky M ountain Front. There, hopes lie in a driller's
dream —the O verthrust Belt, a complex feature that w inds like a ribbon from
Alaska to Arizona. It began form ing m ore than 100 million years ago, shaped
by collisions betw een the vast rock plates that underlie the Pacific Ocean and
N orth America. Inside the resulting faults and folds, hydrocarbons became
trapped.
Life on land has been just as active. The 25-mile region east of the
m ountains, also p art of the Rocky M ountain Front, has housed an ocean and
been hom e to dinosaurs that once roam ed in the area. N ative Americans
came nearly 5,000 years ago and lived off the large buffalo herds. In the 1850s,
settlers m oved in and transplanted the N ative Am ericans onto reservations
while they set up communities.
The H om estead Act of 1909, along w ith railroads, brought in m ore
settlers and subdivided the Rocky M ountain Front into 320-acre plots. Poor
soil and a harsh, w indy climate m ade for a difficult life and caused m any to
leave. As they sold their land, they left some ranches in excess of 10,000 acres.
Since that time, poor returns on beef and rural depopulation have
m ade living along the Rocky M ountain Front difficult. Lower returns on beef
coupled w ith rising prices for ranching m aterials m ade agriculture along the
Rocky M ountain Front—as in m any places in the West—a difficult way to
m ake m oney and a living.
To supplem ent their incomes, ranchers have tu rn ed to petroleum
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com panies to drill on their lands.
The 1970s saw a boom in exploration along the Rocky M ountain Front.
Drilling slowed, though, as prices in the 1970s dropped to less than $0.20
(compared to $2.69 in 1984) per thousand square feet of gas. Texaco, Mobil and
Amoco also drilled num erous dry holes on land adjacent to the national
forest. All the while they hoped to get farther into Forest Service lands w here
the industry believes the Elephant hides.
Recent attem pts to get into the rugged public lands, though, have been
thwarted. In 1988, federal district courts in Conner v. Burford suspended oil
and gas leases in the area done w ithout an Environm ental Impact Statement
(EIS). In the opinion. Judge Norris said the Endangered Species Act (ESA) and
the N ational Environm ental Policy Act of 1969 require the Forest Service to
consider the effects of oil and gas leasing on threatened or endangered species
before leasing its land for oil and gas development. Then, in 1992, leases in
the Deep Creek proposed addition to the Bob M arshall were canceled by
another federal district court order. In the Badger-Two Medicine, Secretary of
Interior Bruce Babbit has placed m oratorium s on any oil and gas activity; the
perm its had been issued to American Petrofina by the Lewis and Clark
N ational Forest. That is w here drilling on Forest Service land stands today.
This year's EIS for oil and gas leasing along the Rocky M ountain Front,
then, will bring a finality to a long-debated topic. In the Forest Service's EIS,
w ritten and subm itted by Flora in June 1996 (see m ap on pg. 19), the Lewis
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and Clark N ational Forest's preferred alternative calls for a one-mile strip of
land east of the Rocky M ountain Front to be open for nonsurface occupancy
drilling. That means private landow ners could lease land to oil companies for
slant drilling, m eaning that well holes w ould be dug vertically to extend onto
Forest Service lands. Drilling w ould also be subject to a series of timing
limitations so as to not disturb the wildlife in the area.
The comprom ise of economics and the environm ent hasn't been a
crow d pleaser. In a letter to the Forest Service, Racicot contends that the
preferred alternative is limiting and that it robs M ontana and its counties of
needed taxes. Oil industry representatives say the language does allow for
drilling, but virtually locks them from drilling into the high-cash areas.
Environmentalists say allowing a foot in the door wÜl only lead to future
drilling.
This year's decision wül be an im portant one in an on going struggle.
As a m ultiuse agency, the Forest Service m ust reevaluate leasing options
every 15 years. If this round yields few leasing options, the issue wül return.
However, expected im provem ents in natural gas extraction techniques could
increase natural gas production elsewhere and m ake drüling in sensitive
areas, such as the Rocky M ountain Front, less desirable. Com bined w ith the
possible rise of renewable energy resources, this m ay be the last chance to lay
claims along the Rocky M ountain Front, says Tom Richmond, an
adm inistrator for the M ontana D epartm ent of N atural Resources and
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C onservation.
"People w ant natural gas n o w /' he says, "but next time it may not be so
hot."
For residents along the Rocky M ountain Front relying on revenue
from oil and gas drilling, then, this year's decision may be their last chance.
W ithout the cash, they m ay have to explore other options to pay their bills.

Ranchers risk home and pocketbook
N um erous ranches dot the w ildlands east of the Rocky M ountain
Front. There, a natural backdrop of isolation, splendor and perpetual w inds
have m olded a way of life that puts a priority on independence and physical
competence. That life isn't built around working at a job for someone else for
as m uch money as possible, b u t on the quality of "work" that respects the land
and the perpetuation of one's lifestyle.
As a rancher along the Rocky M ountain Front, Robert Shepherd fits
the mold. For him, the fate of oil and gas leasing is an emotional issue; the
decision affects how he lives and utilizes the land. N ot leasing could m ean a
loss of revenue and w ith it a greater emphasis on subdividing the land, or a
return to a cleaner, less intrusive way of making a living.
Most mornings, while looking at the hills and smelling the fresh air.
Shepherd thinks about others in the city and the traffic they have to face. Like
other ranchers, he considers himself lucky.

16

"N ot m any leave this land unless they have to or can't make a living/'
he says.
For 55 years. Shepherd has lived on his 11,000-acre ranch and harvested
its available resources. Among those are oil and gas. Shepherd is one of the
few ranchers along the Rocky M ountain Front w ith w orking leases on his
land. Down the gentle hills to his ranch, oil rigs spot the land; of the ten, only
two pum p oil. From these, he says he earns about $2,000 a year w ith his best
take—1965 or 1966—bringing in about $50,000. He gets paid for the leases, but
not if they shut down.
W hen he walks into his house, his boots spank the linoleum floor and
he places his leather gloves on the counter. His comments, spoken in a rough
m onotone, are slow, deliberate and protective. He says he has m ade his m ind,
b u t his distant gaze isn't convincing.
For the trouble the wells have caused. Shepherd says, the money isn't
w orth it. Combined w ith the smeU of the sour gas, there is the mess from the
oil weUs and the trucks coming in and out of his property checking on the
rigs.
"If they (oil companies) came back. I'd deny them," he says. "The weUs
have been too big of a hassle and caused too m uch damage. Back w hen I was a
kid, I thought it m ight be okay, b u t after realizing w hat I have, I d o n 't think
so."
Along US-89, a couple miles south of Shepherd's land, m ore oil wells
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and a small plant appear. The industrial odor disrupts the clean air along the
Rocky M ountain Front. The county commissioners w ant m ore drilling.
Shepherd says, but they w ant the money; others m ust live w ith the
consequences.
The county commissioners aren't alone. Since 1950 in M ontana, oil
and natural gas—not gold, copper, silver or trees—have had the greatest
im pact on M ontana economics. Along the Rocky M ountain Front, the debate
concerns mainly natural gas.
The use of natural gas in the United States is increasing as the public
looks to b u rn cleaner energy sources. Estimates of the am ount of gas along the
Rocky M ountain Front vary, and until m ore seismic tests and drilling have
been finished no one knows if the area contains vast, or any, oil and gas
reserves. The potential there, however, is high. Areas north and south of the
Rocky M ountain Front, also along the O verthrust Belt, have produced large
quantities of natural gas. Just across the Canadian border at Fincher Creek,
Alberta, m ore than 13 trillion cubic feet of natural gas have been produced
and recent tests estim ate nine trillion m ore rem ain in the ground.
Good, from the M ontana W ilderness Association, and other
environm entalists, how ever, question w hether the nation needs the Rocky
M ountain Front's potential preserve of natural gas, estim ated to be u p to 11
trillion cubic feet. The N ational Petroleum Council estim ates that as m uch as
1,295 trillion cubic feet are recoverable—w ith technological
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im provem ents—in the lower 48 states. Of that am ount, natural gas along the
Rocky M ountain Front is less than one percent of the total.
N or is there a lack of energy sources in the country. John P. Holdren, a
professor of environm ental policy at H arvard University, was recently quoted
in an Atlantic Monthly/ article saying that reserves of oil and natural gas will
last 70 to 100 years if exploited at 1990 rates w ithout taking into account the
potential increase of renewable energy sources.
Even so, the oil industry w ants the Rocky M ountain Front to supply
today's dem and for natural gas and decrease the country's reliance on
im ported energy.
"You d o n 't know w hat will happen in the M iddle East tomorrow, [not
to mention] in 15 years," Flora says.
Before subm itting the EIS, Flora visited the Fincher Creek site. There,
she says, smokestacks from a gas-sweetening plant emit clouds of yellow
smoke. M uch of the gas along the Rocky M ountain Front is sour, w hich
means it contains hydrogen sulfide, a toxic gas. Even a small leak can be fatal.
A sweetening plant makes the gas safe.
Also at the site, a matrix of roads connects more than 120 well pads and
reaches high into the once-wild canyons of the C anadian Front. A train runs
through the once-virgin area. Together, the pads, roads and plants create an
industrial developm ent, she says.
"That was som ething we d id n 't want," Flora says.
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Com parisons to Fincher Creek, however, aren 't as relevant because of
the older technology used there. N ew er gas fields at Canaskis, outside of
Calgary, Alberta, employ more m odem tools and environm ental dam age
w asn 't as severe, she says. A dvancem ents m eant few er wells and a smaller
footprint, but a disturbance still exists.
"There is an artificial feel to the area," she says. "The wild aspect of it is
completely gone."
The EIS took that into account, and she subm itted w hat she says is a
conservative proposal. U nder the docum ent's preferred alternative, only
seven percent of the land can be leased. Only one percent of the leasing could
occur w ithout non-surface occupancy provisions, m eaning that oil companies
could drill un d er Forest Service lands but only from distant sites on private
lands. Drilling w ould have to be horizontal. U nder this plan, m any agree, the
oil industry w ould essentially be cut out.
"1 knew the decision w ould be unpopular in political circles and 1 knew
it w ould cut off economic opportunities," Flora says of the decision she
believes will be the m ost im portant in her career. Exploration can be done
w ith low impacts, b ut full-scale developm ent is a possibility and compromise
becomes m ore difficult after leasing has begun, she says.
"In 100 to 200 years, w hat will be the m ost valuable resource is that
which is m ost scarce, and that just may be the Rocky M ountain Front," she
says.
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Shepherd says he has no problem w ith her conclusion. W ith his leases,
he has lived the good life and the bad, he says, b u t knows only his land has
given him happiness. He climbs into his tractor to m ove hay. Shepherd looks
small inside the tractor cab 10 feet off the ground, b u t for the first time in two
hours, he smiles.

The oil industry fights back

In response to oü and gas leaks, the oÜ industry is one of the m ost
regulated. Its product is dirty and im proper extraction can be deadly, the sour
gas draw n from the Rocky M ountain Front can be lethal if inhaled before it is
processed, and have serious environm ental consequences. Debates over new
developm ent are heated, w ith emotional argum ents of wildlife and
ecosystems conflicting w ith the industry's claim of having the technology to
ensure safe extraction.
"Com parisons [with] Fincher Creek aren't even justified," says Bob
Fisher, a geologist at Ballard and Petroleum in Billings. "W e've w orked hard
to m ake sure the environm ent is preserved as well as possible. Once w e've
reclaimed a site, it's difficult to know w e've even been there. "
Fisher sits w ith John W arne, an independent consultant geologist w ho
has done w ork for Ballard and Petroleum, which buys producing properties
around the West and M ontana. Fisher and W arne w ear nice shirts and ties
and im m ediate, firm handshakes show confidence in their w ork and their

22

willingness to discuss it. They have charts, pam phlets and pictures to argue
their points. Environmentalists have attacked their industry, Fisher says, and
they are ready to defend it.
The Blackfeet Tribal Council in Browning echoes the argum ents given
by Fisher and Warne. Independent of Forest Service regulations, the Blackfeet
Tribe has pursued oil and gas leasing on their land, along the Rocky
M ountain Front and just south of Glacier National Park. The tribe is working
to expand its oil and gas production into the "wildcat" (unexplored) areas
along the Rocky M ountain Front expected to have significant oil and gas
deposits. In early June, the council discussed a drill site west of East Glacier in
the m ountains. The drilling may sound contradictory to the Native
American view of the land, says Gabe Grant, one of the councilmembers, but
"...we take extra precautions to protect the environm ent and the tribe could
use the money," he says.
Back in Billings, W arne and Fisher have taken clues from
seismographic data and dry wells to rem ap the Rocky M ountain Front for
new oil and gas fields. Combined, the two geologists have over 50 years of
experience conducting tests along the Rocky M ountain Front. Ballard and
Petroleum doesn't have weUs there, but the high potential of natural gas
there has m ade the company an interested party.
A fter hearing the environm entalists' argum ent, Fisher says, he has
concluded that ignorance plays a large role in the discussion. M edia accounts
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of leasing along the Rocky M ountain Front have been environm entally
skewed, he says. Articles have featured reactive quotations from the
Executive Director of the M ontana Petroleum Association, Gail Abercrombie,
b u t rarely have they investigated the industry’s merits, says Fisher. He
contends that media coverage is limited to accidents and excludes successes.
Ballard and Petroleum has drilled in areas just as sensitive as the
Rocky M ountain Front w ithout problems, Fisher says, and the industry could
do the same here. Fisher shows pictures of an open field covered w ith waisthigh grass. An abandoned and reclaimed gas well sits in the center.
Environm entalists and the industry both agree that am ong products of
resource extraction natural gas is one of the cleanest.
"We jum p through so m any hoops just to get a well perm itted that it's
virtually guaranteed that we w ouldn't destroy this area as is predicted," he
says.
The extraction of gas will not be quick, he says. After leasing rights are
granted, a series of three more site-specific tests are required before drilling
can begin. M ore perm itting, testing and drilling for oil will take at least five to
six years. The area is sensitive, he says, but that can be an advantage. More
protection requires higher costs, m eaning that only the larger companies w ith
more im proved safeguards will be laying claims.
Fisher claims that like the media, the Forest Service m isrepresented
the industry. The EIS doesn't take into account new technology.
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Im provem ents such as remote sensing and gas lines placed under roads to
minim ize construction deserve attention. He says that if the current EIS
passes, a lawsuit wiU follow for two reasons: first, for prohibiting drilling
along the Rocky M ountain Front, and second for the way in w hich it was
w ritten.
Fisher says it was w ritten to lock out the oil industry, and he worries
that future impact studies will mimic this one. Like conservationists, he
believes the Rocky M ountain Front oil and gas leasing EIS is a test case for the
country.
"If this is how im pact statem ents are done throughout the country for
gas that citizens need," Fisher says, "the country is in big trouble."
A m ore rounded approach is required, he says, including cooperation
betw een involved parties, such as the Forest Service, the BLM and private
citizens.
Fisher takes out a video of natural gas reserves done on 45,000 acres of
the San Juan M ountains in southw estern Colorado. There, at 9,000 feet,
evergreen forests blanket the m ountains, grass and sagelands cover the
foothills and gas wells extract natural gas. Discussion among the Forest
Service, the Bureau of Land M anagem ent (BLM), the petroleum industry and
private landow ners has resulted in working relationships. The oil industry
calls the project and the balanced m ethods a m odel of cooperation.
"We can do that here," Fisher says, "and be just as successful."
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W ith the medley of groups and concerned individuals watching
industry actions, infractions of the law along the Rocky M ountain Front will
be rare, Fisher contends.
"They're overseeing w hat we re doing and as an industry, we re
making sure we d o n 't overstep our bounds," he says. "If we had the
opportunity to show people that along the Rocky M ountain Front, people
w ould be m ore understanding."

N ative A m erican clash
The chasm betw een environm entalism and resource extraction also
extends to Native Americans in the Blackfeet Tribe, w ho for generations have
lived off and sustained the ecosystem of the Rocky M ountain Front. Now, as
Native American traditionalist George Kipp tells how trees, rocks, badgers
and other animals figure significantly in the traditional Blackfeet stories, the
tribe also needs money.
A t K ipp's house, 10 miles south of Browning and 30 miles north of
Feeble's TRM Ranch, the shadow of the Rocky M ountain Front shades Kipp
from the late afternoon sun as he recounts the legends of his people.
Everything in their language is animate, he says, and each deserves the
respect of hum ans.
Kipp's braids, tied w ith rubber bands, extend to his waist. Patches of
gray hair escape from his oversized cowboy hat. He smokes M arlboro Reds in
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slow, draw n-out drags as he talks. More developm ent, he says, will be suicide.
"Everything living in that area has a purpose," he says. "Com prom ise
is impossible."
H ow developm ent along the Rocky M ountain Front could affect
Native American cultural sites adds another twist in the debate over the use
and developm ent of Forest Service lands in the area. Proposed oil and gas
leasing has the potential for disturbing areas significant to Native Americans
so m uch so that the Forest Service hired cultural anthropologists to assess the
area for the agency's oil and gas leasing EIS.
But even am ong N ative Americans there are disagreem ents. M embers
of the Blackfeet Tribal Council cite economics, im proved technology and
environm ental safeguards in their support of drilling in the m ountains on
their reservation. They need m oney to better support their schools and social
program s and to repair the crumbling infrastructure in Browning. Because it's
reservation land, they are not restricted by Forest Service regulations. Drilling
there proceeds and plans call for more.
Grant says he respects the viewpoints and legacies passed on by the
likes of Kipp, but says they d o n 't understand the oil industry's extractive
techniques or the tribe's need for money.
Advocates of oil and gas exploration use drilling by the Blackfeet as
evidence that drilling can be done w ithout dam aging culturally sensitive
areas. Also, they argue, it dents argum ents by conservationists that drilling
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m ust be stopped in order to protect Native Am erican spiritual sites.
On Forest Service lands, the agency needs to account for the effects of
developm ent on Native American cultural sites that include anything from a
tepee ring of stones to a burial ground or medicine wheel.
The agency's m ethod of ascertaining those sites, though, poses problem
for traditionalists like Kipp. Among the determ ining factors, the site m ust be
deem ed "vitally im portant" to the region or culture. But N ative Americans
can't draw lines around their sacred sites, Kipp maintains. If he is on a
spiritual experience along the Rocky M ountain Front, the trees, rocks and
animals all become sacred.
"They w ant us to point to a church on a hiU and say it's spiritual," Kipp
says. "But we can't; it's all spiritual. They ask us for our opinions and for our
philosophy, b u t they w ant it in their terms."
A nother factor in the EIS, evidence of more than 50 years of use, also
poses problems. A sweat lodge ceremony can be perform ed in the m ountains
and then tw o years later no evidence will remain.
Kipp says the only change should be no change. The threat of oü and
gas leasing is not the first conflict w ith developm ent encountered by the
Blackfeet Tribe w hose territory once stretched across the lands now know n as
M ontana and included the m ountains from Alberta to Yellowstone National
Park. W hen settlers came, the Blackfeet fought. Two times in the 1800s, they
completely elim inated settlers from their territory before succumbing to
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larger num bers and better weapons.
Since then, developm ent has overtaken the tribe. Land deeds have
taken their territory out of their hands and too often their voice isn't heard in
decisions affecting the Rocky M ountain Front, Kipp says. As the Blackfeet
were placed on reservations, communities developed along the Rocky
M ountain Front to service m ining and ranching.
Spiritually, though, Kipp says, the land lives in their hearts.
"We took care of this land for 5,000 years w ithout a problem. N ow look
w hat they've done," says Kipp, w ho espouses complete w ithdraw al of new
developm ent in the area, including oil and gas leasing.
"Outsiders keep talking about all the rich resources here," he says. "But
have you ever seen an Indian get rich from oil and gas? Maybe we get
benefits, but mostly we get beat-up land."
Environm entalists have em braced the N ative Am erican viewpoint. It
gives credence to their ow n and poses another hurdle the Forest Service has
to overcome. Kipp keeps in contact w ith environm ental groups such as the
M ontana Wilderness Association, Friends of the Rockies and the Badger
Two-Medicine Alliance. W ith land preservation a priority, these groups form
a solid block to disrupt activity along the Rocky M ountain Front.
H ow Native Americans will be respected by outsiders interested in the
area is still open to question, Kipp says. Already, the Badger Two-Medicine
has been labeled a spiritual site in tourist guide books, which he says shows
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disrespect to traditional places of worship.
Kipp doesn't see developm ent m uch affecting his ow n life, b u t he
worries for his children.
"I grew up w ith the Front and had the chance to spiritually grow from
it/' he says. "But w hat if they d o n 't have that? H ow will they learn w hat I
know and have come to respect?"

W ilderness preservation and jobs
A.B. Guthrie Jr., one of M ontana's m ost famous authors, spent a
lifetime w ithin walking distance of the T eton/H igh Peaks and Choteau
M ountain roadless areas. He was also an outspoken opponent of oil and gas
leasing along the Rocky M ountain Front. Best know n for his series of stories
about m ountain m en in the land of the Big Sky, he also has ventured into
other genres, such as the m ystery novel.
In Playing Catchup, Guthrie predicted the future of Choteau, the tow n
likely to be most affected by the search for natural gas if scientists make a big
strike. In the book, two teenage girls from the fictional tow n of O verthrust are
raped and m urdered, one by a transient psychopath after she refuses his
advances in a brothel. She's been working there to support her aging parents,
whose wages d o n 't m eet the costs of living in a boom-town. A theme
develops—the boom has prostituted life in O verthrust.
The theme follows some of the opposition to oil and gas leasing along
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the Rocky M ountain Front. O pponents point to other M ontana boom -towns,
such as Sydney, an oil tow n in eastern M ontana m arred by the fruits of rapid
developm ent then left to spoil after the resource had been exhausted. A dded
to the boom -bust m odel are scars of environm ental degradation. In G uthrie's
book, the area has sacrificed itself for the sake of surrounding w ildlands and
wildlife.
Models, however, are just models. University of M ontana Economics
Professor Thomas Power says effects on towns on the Rocky M ountain
Front—such as Choteau or A ugusta—w ould be moot because the leasing
w ouldn't result in significant grow th for small towns or anyw here else.
Towns near the Rocky M ountain Front w ould see increases but nothing akin
to becoming an oil town.
Once a gas well is drilled, it is self-sustaining. M onitoring w ould be
done by remote sensing devices and gas lines would carry the gas to a
sweetening plant 30 to 40 mües away and predicted to be closer to Great Falls
than to Choteau. Aside from new roads into the wilderness, the only thing
visible on the site w ould be a four- to five-foot pipe emerging from the
ground. Job creation, except for at the sweetening plant, w ould be minimal.
"We can't talk community," Power says. "There w ouldn't be any new
com m unities to talk about."
The Forest Service's EIS, however, predicts oil and gas developm ent
w ould result in anyw here from 203 to 486 jobs in industry and its resulting
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effect in retail and services. That represents less than one percent of the total
jobs in the im pact area b ut Choteau, a tow n of 1,700 abutting the Rocky
M ountain Front, w ould feel the developm ent's effects and stand to gain, says
the EIS.
Along the m ain drag of Choteau, two stores are boarded up and
another is having a going-out-of-business sale. Returns from the area's
prim ary breadw inner, agriculture, are down, and revenue from property taxes
has rem ained flat. Property values haven't risen in the past 10 years, and by
state law the county can't increase mills to raise m ore money. The county
commissioners just laid off a part-tim e librarian because they couldn't pay her
salary.
Residents haven't fared cmy better. For every dollar Teton County
residents pay in federal taxes, they receive about $2.50 in benefits including
agricultural subsidies, Medicaid, food stam ps and other governm ent
assistance.
In Choteau, the early afternoon May sun shines from strm ght above.
Inside Choteau Drug, the store's pharmacist, Rolfe Davidson, finishes giving
an elderly m an his prescription and lists his reservations about oil and gas
development. Having worked oil rigs in Sydney before the industry bellyupped, Davidson saw how people can make and then lose a lot of money
w ith natural resource extraction. The money w ould be nice, he says, but not
necessary.
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"The tow n needs an im petus, but I d o n 't know if this is the one we
w a n t/' Davidson says. The m an receiving the prescription echoes similar
sentim ents b ut for different reasons.
"We like things here the way they are," he says, choosing to rem ain
anonymous. "We d o n 't need any outsiders coming in, taking our m oney and
changing how we live."
Finding a different opinion isn't difficult.
The other pharmacist, Mike Bower, w ho also serves as vice president
of the Choteau Cham ber of Commerce, says the tow n needs something aside
from agriculture; oil and gas could be it. Business in Choteau is steady w ith a
few new establishm ents—a coffee shop, consignm ent store and an incoming
nursing hom e—b ut none are prim ary income sources.
"Choteau w ould be happy to have new revenue," Bower says.
Surrounded by ranches and agricultural land, Choteau is a ranching
tow n that has also evolved into som ewhat of a tourist rest stop. The town,
though, remains rem ote and unspoiled. It's not unheard of for bears or
m ountain lions to w ander through tow n.
The thought of increasing oil and gas drilling doesn't make people in
tow n uncivil, b u t it has draw n lines. D uring the oil and gas EIS public
com m ent m eeting in Choteau last year, equal num bers from both sides came.
A walk through tow n reveals a similar split. Some shopkeepers see m ore
drilling as positive. Seasonal residents and transplants tend to shudder at the
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possibility of threatening the remoteness they m oved here to enjoy.
In many ways the gulf dividing supporters from opponents is
emblematic of the quandary facing m uch of the West. In an age of
encroaching developm ent and rising populations, should we continue to
claim supremacy over the land, extracting from it quantities of m inerals and
other resources?
O r have w e reached a point where we should take extra pains to protect
the landscape, curtailing any activity that m ay threaten a forest stream or alter
it perm anently?
Albert Carlson, w ho for 11 years has been one of the three Teton
County commissioners, understands the quandary but sides w ith bringing in
m ore revenue. W ithout the added money, he says, the tow n that oil and gas
pessimists w ant to protect wiU continue to get smaller. Years ago, researchers
did three seismographs along the Rocky M ountain Front, and during that
time they lodged and bought groceries in Choteau.
"Let's face it, oil people make good m oney and spend good money," he
says. "It helps the economy and their wage scale is good com pared to the
m inim um wage here at service jobs."
At one time, Choteau had five car dealerships, bars that were doing
well, a JC Penney, and Saturday was shopping day. Today there are two
dealerships, bars suffer and parking lots are em pty on Saturday. "One business
creates another," Carlson says, "and that's w hat we need "
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Back at Choteau Drug, Davidson hears hypocrisy in Carlson's
argum ent.
"Everybody w ants the money, b u t no one really knows if it will come at
all," he says. "Everything is still exploratory and we really d o n 't need the
m oney."

Creeping subdivision
A fifth-generation rancher along the Rocky M ountain Front, Jim
Salmond sees an uncertain future for his children. Four Salmond families
now ranch the 10,000 acres that can only support two, and the mix of low
cattle prices and high supply prices has m eant declining returns. Taking away
the opportunity for leasing wiU be another strike to his bottom line, he says,
and w ith bankers knocking at his door he needs money.
W ith Salm ond's location, new oil and gas leasing w ould m ean money
in his pocket. M ore than that, it could be one of his last hopes. His insurance,
the rancher says, is the land he has subdivided into 20-acre plots.
Monthly, Salmond says, real-estate investors from M ontana, Aspen,
Colo., and Houston, Texas caU w ith bids on the land and they have the
checkbooks to pay the price. He says he w ould rather see cattle on his land, but
can't expect that alone to support his family.
"It's going to come dow n to who has the money," Salmond says,
"someone w ho can help the rancher or someone w ho will buy the land."
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Dollar for dollar, subdivision is the rancher's m ost profitable use of
their land. For the same reasons conservationists w ant to protect the Rocky
M ountain Front—the scenery, isolation and an abundant wildlife
population—in- and out-of-state buyers w ant their ow n small piece of
paradise abutting the Rocky M ountain Front. Seen already in the Bitterroot
and the Gallatin area, subdivision is becoming a viable threat along the Rocky
M ountain Front. Subdivision, not oil and gas leasing, say conservationists, is
the biggest threat to the wildlife population in the area.
Incoming residents decrease the lands available for wildlife and bring
dogs, fences, 'N o Trespassing' signs and m ore pollution. Their additional
trash attracts grizzlies and increases the likelihood of hum an-bear conflicts.
Growing tow ns around the West are struggling w ith their conflict w ith
wildlife; the Rocky M ountain Front is no different.
But w ith growing families, the new generation of Rocky M ountain
Front ranchers will need another way to make money. A gas industry w ould
be an asset, and so w ould subdivision. Like others, the Salmonds d o n 't w ant
to disturb the land, but they m ust harvest it to their best advantage.
"People d o n 't understand the connection to oil and gas leasing," says
Salm ond's son Ross. "W e're not subdividing because we w ant to, it's because
we have to. Leasing is just another way to m ake sure we don't."
Leasing w o n 't stop outsiders from coming, but could stop ranchers
from selling. Land along the Rocky M ountain Front, now appraised as
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recreational rather than agricultural, has doubled in price to $500 an acre.
Ranching's dw indling returns have m ade selling land to builders more
appealing to ranchers.
"I hope I'm wrong, b u t my crystal ball says those pressures are coming
here," says Dave Carr, director of the N ature Conservancy land outside of
Choteau. A round his house, the num ber of ranchettes has doubled w ithin
the past five years.
Carr lived in the Bitterroot Valley before it became subdivided. There,
he w atched ranches get sold, property and taxable values double and then
m ore ranchers sell their land for profit. Ranchers along the Rocky M ountain
Front face similar struggles, he says, and while productive ranchers will
continue to m ake a profit, others will have to consider selling their lands.
"That implies outside dollars and people who w ant the land for
themselves, not for production," he says.
A lthough dem and is high—Choteau real estate agent Pete Rasm ussen
says he receives 30 to 40 calls from potential buyers a year—supply is low.
Ranching finances, however, could change that, he says.
The area's saving grace from subdivision may be w hat it doesn't have
rather than w hat it does. Similarities to the Bitterroot exist, but the Rocky
M ountain Front lacks some vital ingredients. The area doesn't have a nearby
blue-ribbon fishing stream, a large ski area or a bursting economy, Rasmussen
says. In addition there's the bitter cold and constant winds.
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One similarity to the Bitterroot, however, still exists.
"If people w ant the land, they'll find a way to buy it," he says. "A nd if
ranchers are strapped for cash, they'll sell it."
The Teton County commissioners have similar concerns, b u t w ouldn't
have the authority to stop subdivisions. The land is not zoned, so the
commissioners can't p ut covenants on the range, and private property
ow ners are reluctant to p u t restrictions on their lands, says Commissioner
Albert Carlson.
Conservation easements have been an effective tool in protecting land
from developm ent. The easem ents allow owners to place restrictions on
certain uses of their land, prim arily subdivisions, in exchange for either
federal tax benefits or rem uneration. Each easem ent is tailored to the property
it protects. Peebles suggested easements as a way to conserve the land five
years ago, but his plan was ridiculed by his neighbors as being too restrictive.
Now, though, at least two ranchers along the Rocky M ountain Front
have entered such agreements, and according to John Wilson, a m anaging
director of the M ontana Land Reliance, more are being discussed, although he
declined to give an exact num ber.
The tax consequences are that the land cannot be valued—or taxed—at
developed prices. A 50 percent loss in the assessed value of the land is not
unusual, he says.
"We need to protect the land," Wilson says. "A nd conservation
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easements can't help w ith cattle prices, but w hat it can do is reduce the
economic burden to retain the agricultural viability."
Critics say conservation easem ents help only those families with
enough income to take advantage of the im m ediate tax savings, and that too
often the easement doesn't m andate public access. Also, some ranchers along
the Rocky M ountain Front, like Salmond, say easem ents limit how a rancher
can use his land and d o n 't earn as m uch money as subdividing your land.
"It's all about economics," Salmond says. "W e've got one shot and we
w ant to make the m ost of it."
In some areas of w estern M ontana, a 20 percent population grow th is
projected for the next five years. The Rocky M ountain Front may not be far
behind.
The natural resource backbone of the Rocky M ountain Front may
become a view from the picture w indow for escapees from urban crowding
and crime. 1Ïs ironic that limited oil and gas leasing, by encouraging
development, could discourage another potential disturbance to the area.
Peebles, however, has a positive attitude tow ard any im pending
subdivision that m ay come. Almost 100 years ago, land along the Rocky
M ountain Front w as originally subdivided and things turned out for the best,
he says. Maybe people will come, hate it and then leave as they did in the
1920s, he speculates.
"W ho's to say how people should use their land or if the people
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coining in will abuse the lan d /' he says. "It may be a change, but we d o n 't
know yet if it's for the best or the worst. W e've adapted in the past, and we'll
do so in the future."

C hanging land u ses

Back at the Theodore Roosevelt Memorial Ranch, Peebles sticks his
head around a lodgepole pine. On a hill 100 feet away a herd of 20 deer twitch
their heads at the noise. Unfazed, they continue eating the hay Peebles has
laid out.
Peebles watches and a smile forms on his face.
Deer have always been on the range; as many as 650 elk and 2,800 mule
deer m igrate to the Rocky M ountain Front in the winter. Too m any deer,
though, are a menace. They compete for hay w ith livestock and dam age
fences that ranchers have to fix. Peeble's smile, then, comes at the expense of
an environm ental struggle. His efforts at making the land suitable for cattle
and wildlife are derided by ranchers critical of environm ental m ovements
that p u t limits on their property and attract unw anted attention to the area.
"I've been considered an environm ental terrorist by some of my
neighbors," he says, "but they d o n 't understand w hat I'm trying to do."
As land m anager for the Boone and Crockett-ow ned TRM Ranch,
Peebles tries to find a balance betw een cattle ranching and wildlife
preservation. Ensuring the health of both will be good for the Rocky
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M ountain Front and the rancher's income, he says. Allowing hunting on
private lands, for example, can bring in m ore money than raising cattle,
Peebles says. In part, he has joined w ith other conservation groups in the
area, including the N ature Conservancy, know n for purchasing land through
conservation easements, and the Blackleaf Wildlife Game Range. All
combine ranching and wildlife preservation to conserve the land.
Peebles also hosts educational groups on the TRM Ranch and allows
University of M ontana researchers to do studies there. The m ore ranchers
and environm entalists know about the Rocky M ountain Front, the better
they'll be able to use it, profit from it and protect it, he says.
"W e're trying to find a m iddle ground," he says. "The future of
conservation depends on millions of acres of private property where
m ankind, profitable businesses and wildlife populations coexist."
D epartm ent of the Interior Secretary Bruce Babbit has cited similar
efforts around the country as models of cooperation.
Along the Rocky M ountain Front, green efforts are gaining strength.
Twenty years ago, oil and gas leasing w ithout an EIS w ere common. Back
then, there were only three w orkers in the Forest Service office in Choteau;
today there are 14 to w rite an EIS for every action on agency land. A block
against oil and gas leasing w ould highlight a shift tow ard more
environm ental protection and further polarize a group dead-set against
organized environm entalism .
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The 70 or so members of a 4-year-old group called M ontanans for
Private Property Rights say attention given to the Rocky M ountain Front has
only caused dam age in the form of more tourists and land-seekers. They
claim that environm ental laws restrict their property rights by m aking
restrictions m ade by the public apply to an individual's land.
Their quality and way of life is being threatened, the group says, and
although their presence remains discreet, a large segm ent of the population
along the Rocky M ountain Front agrees w ith their notions.
One of those members is Bert Guthrie, son of A.B. Guthrie, w ho calls
himself a preservationist. O n the phone, his voice is slow, calm and alm ost
soothing. Like his father, he loves the land and works to protect it. Flis
methods, though, are different. Bert works to protect the rights of ranchers,
w hom he calls the original conservationists, and can be acrimonious while
doing so.
He all but adm its to kühng grizzly bears and is one of the area's m ost
outspoken opponents of environm ental m ovem ents. While trying to lease
out an acre of his sister's land to an oil company nine years ago, Bert found he
w asn't the only person w ith authority over the land.
Parties from a grizzly bear recovery group came to their meeting w ith
the oil industry, as did the BLM, the Forest Service, the D epartm ent of Fish,
Wildlife and Parks and a host of environm entalists. The grizzly protection
group quelled the leasing w ith stipulations that the testing be done only in
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January and February to protect the bears' m igration patterns.
U nder the ESA, the group had every right in their efforts to preserve
the bears' habitat.
"I decided then that property owners were under attack/' Bert says.
"Environm ental laws and regulations, maybe well-meaning, w ere causing us
(private property owners) difficulty in making a living."
Environmental decisions, Bert says, are "m ade back East" by special
interest groups w ithout regard to the ranchers' well being. The grizzly, for
example, kills a rancher's livestock but the rancher has no authority to
retaliate. Killing the bear, under the ESA, could p u t the rancher in jail.
Within the past year the group has discussed the protected grizzly,
fought against a failed clean w ater initiative, and complained about how land
easements reduce a land's agricultural productivity. Restrictions in the
easements, Bert says, limit a rancher's possibilities to m ake money.
"W e've protected this land for 100 years," Bert says. "W ho's to say we
need help now?"
The irony, he says, is that the environm ental glorification has only
brought in additional threats, such as subdivision and increased tourism.
They also bring in less m oney for the county. Environm ental and non-profit
land owners pay less taxes than those who use the land for agriculture.
"Why is change so good?" he asks. "These groups are going to destroy
w hat they are protecting."
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Peebles, too, has conflicts w ith protection for the grizzly bear, but says
that ranchers will have to adapt to changing times.
The N ature Conservancy, while still criticized, has found its place in
the com m unity and field trips at the TRM Ranch have increased its exposure
around Montana. Soon, Peebles says, more land owners will have to pay
attention to environm ental issues. Their survival may depend on it.
"The look of ranchers will change," he says. "There will be more
endorsem ent of conservation easements and if they w ant to secure their
future they'll be more inform ed about them. Ranchers will have to keep on
top of w hat is happening around them."

Deciding w ilderness area status
One part of the Rocky M ountain Front eyed by oil and gas
companies—the roadless acres bordering the east side of the Bob Marshall
Wilderness—has since the mid-1970s been the subject of political skirmishes
in the struggle over M ontana wilderness. Part of the discussion is how m uch
of the Bob Marshall east front will be given wilderness area protection.
If the Forest Service proceeds w ith its preferred alternative, the drive
for more conservation has w on the latest round, says Marc Simonich, director
of the M ontana D epartm ent of Environm ental Quality.
"The Forest Service doesn't w ant to foreclose the wilderness option by
allowing any additional developm ent there," Simonich says. "That's w hat
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this (not allowing oil and gas leasing) w ould do."
As long as the agency restricts developm ent and road building activity,
he says. Congress will be prone to give m ore acreage wilderness designation.
In the mid-1980s, the Forest Service recom m ended that portions of the Rocky
M ountain Front be designated as wUdemess area.
"It's a self-fulfilling prophecy," he says. "W hen there are acting leases
on the land, the debate becomes stickier and Congress has to look at existing
rights before deciding to grant it as wilderness."
A dding the Rocky M ountain Front to the Bob M arshall W ilderness
could be M ontana's last chance to preserve a pristine and whole ecosystem.
Ecosystems—the biological term for areas that provide wildlife w ith all its
m igration and seasonal needs—were little understood w hen the Bob
Marshall was created. Chunk by chunk since the 1930s, the Bob's boundaries
in places were draw n along ridgetops or section lines, not according to
m igration paths of animals like the grizzly bear that use the Rocky M ountain
Front for spring and w inter forage.
Forester Gloria Flora says wilderness area status d id n 't affect
restrictions on oil and gas leasing along the Rocky M ountain Front. However,
she says she w anted to protect the roadless and wild character of the area.
Representative Pat Williams (R-Mont) proposed the last serious
M ontana wilderness legislation, HR 2473, in 1993. It passed through the
House but died in the Senate. The bill's m ovem ent, however, showed
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progression. A similar bill, HR 6001, proposed by Williams in 1984, died in
com m ittee.
Unlike the rest of the West, M ontana—along w ith Idaho—is stiU
w ithout a com prehensive state-level bül protecting the Carter-era review of
roadless lands. The delay, in large part, is due to the chasm between
environm ental and anti-wilderness delegations. Strong wilderness bills are
spiked for being too sweeping and weak ones are killed under pressure for not
being com prehensive enough. The longer the impasse drags on, the less wild
land there is left to argue about. More than a million acres of potential
wilderness have been lost in Montana, primarily to logging roads built by the
Forest Service, in the past 10 years.
"People d o n 't trust if the land is not a wilderness area because they
think it will become overdeveloped," Flora says. "Others think that
wilderness areas lock the areas up. As time goes by it will get more difficult to
solve because by solving the issue, it w ould confirm w ho won and lost."

A cyclical cycle
Bob Peebles shuts the b arn door on a new-born calf and its first-time
mother. Lacking m aternal skills, the m other had nudged the calf to the side
while it was trying to get a taste of its first meal. W ith time, Peebles says, the
m other will discover her responsibilities.
Finding answers to questions about oil and gas leasing, subdivisions

46

and how residents of the Rocky M ountain Front will make a living in the
future are not as easy, in large part because increased interest in the area has
m ade the fate of residents there dependent on outsiders. It's still uncertain the
extent to which leasing will be allowed, but the decision shows how conflicts
and interests there thw art consensus along the Rocky M ountain Front and
how it will affect various issues.
Opposing attitudes to preserving the w ildlands at the convergence of
plains and tow ering peaks have produced contested solutions and a populace
sometimes dubious of outsiders. If oil and gas leasing falters and cattle prices
d o n 't rise to a living wage, those wildlands could be subdivided for new
residents w ho aren't concerned w ith either. A decision in favor of leasing,
however, could dam age the wildlands and the support for its preservation.
"W e've been changing our m ethods since our forefathers were here
and we'll continue to do so," Peebles says, "but sometimes it's not easy to find
out how, and sometimes we d o n 't do it quick enough."
An hour later, Peebles returns to the bam . The m other has relented
and the calf s eyes are closed as she suckles the milk. Peebles talks about the
Rocky M ountain Front and w hether or not there is as m uch natural gas as
some optimists hope. "The truth about the oil industry is that you don't
know a thing until you p u t the holes in the ground. There are a lot of holes
here, but so far there's more hope than gas. Sure there's potential, but I d o n 't
know if it will save anybody. But I'd hate to see that option closed."
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The limestone cliffs loom in the distance, as do the gentle hills below.
Peebles talks about roads that could travel u p the hillsides w ith a drillsite at
the end. He w ould like conservation and limited developm ent, he says. A
little of everything w ouldn't be bad, he says, but even precautions d on't
guarantee success. Restrictions on leasing and im proved technology reduce
the risks, b u t the industry can't guarantee that something w on't go wrong.
The gas w on't go away if we leave it untouched, he says, but if we touch it no
one really knows w hat wiU happen except that the gas will be gone in 50
years.
Peebles closes the door on the m other and its newborn. Both have
w hat they need, he says, and the calf needs to feed,
"With or w ithout oil and gas, ramcher's here will find a way to keep
their way of life," Peebles says. "Traditional farming has had its up and
downs, b ut people find a way to survive. We just d o n 't know w hat form it
will be in."

Epilogue

On Sept. 24, 1997, forest supervisor Gloria Flora banned new oil and gas
leases along the Rocky M ountain Front for the next 10 to 15 years. H er
decision reflected overwhelm ing public sentim ent and the legacy of Gifford
Pinchot, father of the Forest Service, to m anage forests for the greatest public
good. In the decision, she w rote that oil and gas exploration—especially with
im proving technology—can occur w ithout significant im pact to wildlife or
the environm ent. She balanced those concerns, however, w ith how oil and
gas developm ent w ould 'ru in ' the special feeling of the Rocky M ountain
Front, regardless of w hether the results of developm ent were ever seen.
She also cited the abundance of wildlife, the history of conservation
efforts and the track record of past developm ent along the Rocky M ountain
Front as other factors in her decision.
Retaining the lands preserves the Rocky M ountain Front and provides
for flexibility in future leasing decisions. The Forest Service has the option to
review the analysis and decision as conditions change.
"The Rocky M ountain Front is a unique area," said Flora at a press
48
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conference in Great Falls. "It requires special attention."
The decision will allow limited leasing in some areas in the Lewis and
Clark National Forest east of the Rocky M ountain Front, and will not affect
previously issued leases in the Blackleaf Canyon area and in the Badger-Two
Medicine. But w ith the leases in the Badger-Two Medicine involved in
lengthy litigation, the energy companies holding them w ant to swap them for
offshore bidding credits elsewhere.
Environm entalists lauded the decision as a significant conservation
initiative. Some, though, were surprised. They had grow n to not expect m uch
from the Forest Service, w hich has in recent years been criticized as being too
lenient w ith the concerns of the extractive industries. Marc Good, of the
M ontana W ilderness Association, said in the January 1998 issue oi A u d u b o n
that most of these decisions tend to be a compromise. He said that Flora stood
strong against industry forces to protect the Rocky M ountain Front. Others in
the area, such as Leslie Shaw, a teacher at Browning M iddle School and avid
outdoorsw om an, praised Flora's ruling in the Sept. 24, 1997 edition of the
Great Falls Tribune and said the protection of the Rocky M ountain Front
preserves land valued by her and her husband.
Given Flora's background, the decision d id n 't come as a surprise.
Weeks before releasing the decision. Flora had said that the Rocky M ountain
Front is symbolic of the American heritage and a rem nant of the intact
ecosystem it once was.
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H er choice, though, d id n 't come w ithout reaction.
Officials from the oil and gas industry accused the Forest Service of
caving into public pressure and turning its back on an im portant domestic
source of natural gas. Gail Abercrombie, executive director of the M ontana
Petroleum Association, said in the Sept. 24, 1997 edition of the the
Washington Post that the decision turned into a popularity contest and
ignored evidence which show ed that drilling could be done w ithout impacts.
She said the industry will change its focus to areas w here its efforts are
appreciated. In Choteau, H arold Yeager, president of M ontanans for Private
Property Rights, said that same day in the Great Falls Tribune that the
decision was conspired by environm ental groups and state and federal
agencies to prohibit all activity along the Rocky M ountain Front.
In the same Great Falls Tribune article, Pat M ontalban, president of the
N orthern M ontana Oil and Gas Association, contrasted the $9.9 million the
U.S. D epartm ent of the Interior's M inerals M anagem ent Service recently gave
M ontana as its share of revenues collected for m ineral production on federal
lands in the state for the first six m onths of 1997 w ith the $123 million
W yoming got for the same purpose.
"Here are two states bordering each other," M ontalban said.
"Obviously, once state has decided to develop its resources aggressively. And
M ontana has not."
Soon after the decision, five appellants—coming from the oil and gas
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industry and ranchers on the Rocky M ountain Front—asked the Forest
Service to reconsider its ruling. Geologist John W am e appealed, as did
rancher Jim Salmond, w ho decided the cash from oil and gas wells on his
lands were m ore im portant than the problem s they caused.
The potential to lose income resulted in a change of heart and
contradictions from his earlier sentim ents. Income from his existing leases is
likely to dry u p as Flora's ruling makes future developm ent unattractive.
On Nov. 12, 1997, the Choteau Acantha reported that in his two-page
letter of appeal, Salmond wrote, "Leasing has been p art of our livelihood of
our ranch since the 1930s. Since the decision w ül drastically affect our
livelihood, we feel it is pertinent that you rescind the decision." Also in the
appeal, he said Flora's ruling doesn't adequately address the loss of revenue to
businesses along the Rocky M ountain Front and the loss of tax revenue to
schools and city and county government. He said the supervisor's findings
that the loss of leasing will have no significant effect on the local economy is
flawed.
W ithout the revenue from oil and gas leases, he said in his appeal, his
ranch will suffer significant hardships and could be forced to turn to the sale
of subdivisions. The im pact of subdivision should have been considered in
the decision, he said.
Past experience w ith seismic exploration and drilling on his own
property, he added, show that limited drilling can occur w ithout lasting
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dam age to the land.
The Choteau Acantha also reported that in his appeal he said that the
decision's reliance on the religious significance of several areas of the Rocky
M ountain Front to the Blackfeet tribe were flaw ed because tribal officials have
leased their ow n oil and gas rights on areas of the Rocky M ountain Front.
Salmond's appeal was one of the three rejected for failing to comply
with federal appeals rules, the Choteau Acantha reported on Nov. 12, 1997.
The rancher's appeal also d id n 't include an alternative plan aside from
negating Flora's decision. Salmond has filed as an interested party in the two
rem aining appeals, filed by C hevron USA's W estern Exploration Division
and the Rocky M ountain Oil and Gas Association.
Aside from prohibiting leasing. Flora's decision shows the increased
influence of environm ental aw areness affecting public decisions along the
Rocky M ountain Front. Including the preponderance of anti-developm ent
letters w ritten to the Forest Service, a Great Falls Tribune poU found 52
percent of its 400 respondents opposed to drilling, 23 percent favored
exploration and 24 percent d id n 't know. A nti-drilling sentim ent increased
am ong younger respondents.
On Dec. 11, 1998, three m onths after Flora's decision, the M issoulian
reported that representatives of the BLM said the agency will give extra
review for drilling on its land along the Rocky M ountain Front. Larry
Hamilton, BLM state director for M ontana and the Dakotas, said the Rocky
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M ountain Front "is an area everyone is concerned about, and we will be very
concerned about, and we will be very responsive to the public's concern."
The decision also gives a glimpse of a Forest Service increasingly
responsive to environm ental concerns. The likes of Flora are beginning to
replace an older generation w ho have dom inated the agency in the past,
according to the January 1998 A u d u b o n article. Moving in are increasing
num bers of women, m embers of m inority groups and non-foresters who are
rising to leadership roles in the agency. W hen Flora first joined the force in
1977, wom en accounted for none of the roughly 100 supervisors of national
forests and only a handful of the roughly 900 top-ranking employees. Today,
about 20 percent of the agency's 118 forest supervisors are women, as are
about 50 percent of its 1,007 senior employees.
"The transition in the Forest Service has been going on for 15 years,"
said A ndy Stahl, executive director of Forest Service Employees for
Environm ental Ethics, in the A u d u b o n article. "It has been glacially slow, but
constantly in the direction of being m ore conservation m inded."
To w hat extent Flora's decision will affect the Rocky M ountain Front
and its economy rem ain to be seen. Local ranchers though, have started to
m ake their moves. They have threatened to subdivide their ranches, and
some already have. In December, the Teton County Commissioners approved
four new m inor subdivisions typical of older hom esteads on farms or ranches
being sold for residential purposes. The sales were minor, but could be an
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indication of bigger things to come. C ounty Commissioner Carlson said in the
Dec. 10,1997 Choteau Ancantha that he rem ains concerned about land-use
plans for the m inor subdivisions as new people move into areas where
agriculture is the main industry.
"We always w onder w hen these m inor subdivisions will become
major pains," he said.
Similar clashes of environm entalism , resource extraction and
changing land uses will constantly be discussed along the Rocky M ountain
Front. Environm entalists will continue to protect an area valuable to visitors
around the country; local landow ners will rem ain determ ined to harvest
their property, w hether that m eans ranching, natural gas, subdivision or
m ineral extraction. And as the mix of dram atic cliffs, rolling hills and lonely
winds give outsiders the im pression of never-ending beauty, the residents of
the Rocky M ountain Front speak of perpetual change.
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